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The Basic Course at U. S. Colleges
apd Uniyersities; V
James W. Gibson
Michael S. Hanna
Greg Leichty

This is the fifth investigation of the basic course in speech
communication that was originally begun in 1968 by members
of the Undergraduate Speech Instruction Interest Group of
the Speech Association of America. The study was repeated in
1974, 1980, and 1985. Each of these studies gathered and
reported information for educators who have interests in
instructional practices in the basic course in speech
communication (Warnemunde, 1986; Hiemstra & StatonSpicer, 1983; Seiler, 1983; Pearson, Nelson & Sorenson, 1981).
When the initial study was conducted the investigators
decided that subsequent studies at approximate five-year
intervals would provide useful information on trends in
instructional practices, course content and materials, staffing
patterns, and administrative support. Such information is
valuable for speech communication faculty members, basic
course directors, department chairpersons, and college-level
administrators.

PURPOSE
The purpose of this study, conducted in 1988, was similar

to that of the previous investigations: We attempted to determine the nature of the basic course in speech as it is taught
now, and to identify any trends or changes that appear to be
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present. Specifically, we sought information on course objectives, course content, instructional materials, instructional
and testing procedures, curriculum and organizational
considerations, enrollment, staffing, and institutional support
for the course.
In the preceding studies, we defined the basic course "as
that course either required or recommended for a significant
number of undergraduates; that course which the department
has, or would recommend as a requirement for all or most
undergraduates." As a result of suggestions from scholars in
the field, in this study we defined the basic course as "that
course which provides the fundamental knowledge for all
other speech courses. It may be a course which is mainly
public speaking, interpersonal, or some other combination of
speech communication variables. It teaches the fundamentals
of speech communication and is the course which the
department has, or would recommend as a requirement for all
or most undergraduates." The modest change in definition
provides a more accurate description of the course, as it would
be likely to have only modest eft"ects on the results of this
research.

PROCEDURES
The present study began with the instrument reported in
the 1985 version of the survey. Some items were eliminated,
and others were revised or reworded. The Basic Course
Committee of SCA was asked to identify areas of interest
and provide any suggestions for additions, changes or deletions in items included in the previous study. We also contacted the SCA national office for their advice in modifying
or adding items to the questionnaire. Finally, we contacted
several prominent scholars in communication research
and solicited their suggestions about modifications in the
instrument.
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL
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The final form of the questionnaire consisted of 57 items,
50 of which could be answered by categorical response. The
remaining seven items asked for information about textbooks,
major problems encountered in instruction, and innnovative
approaches or techniques that teachers employ in their basic
course. Persons completing the questionnaire were also asked
to send a copy of their course syllabus.
The questionnaires were mailed in August 1988 to 1532
schools and colleges from the mailing list provided by the
SCA. This list included junior and community colleges, as well
as senior colleges in the United States. In 1985, the SCA
mailing list consisted of 2,078 schools, It is unclear why the
list has diminished so substantially in the five-year period. No
effort was made, to recontact those schools which did not
answer the initial mailing. A total of 431 schools responded to
the survey. With 423 returned and usable questionnaires, this
is smaller than the number of schools responding to previous
surveys, but the response rate of 28% is exactly the same
percentage as the response rate reported in 1985.
Thirty-seven respondent institutions indicated that they
ofFer more than one basic course at their institutions. These
37 questionnaires (about 10% of the total responding institutions) were withheld from the general analysis, and were
tabulated separately. Those data are reported separately.
The data in the present report are grouped into four main
categories. Under the heading, "Demographic Data," We have
included information about the size of schools responding to
the questionnaire, the type of school, the number of sections
offered per term, and the students who are enrolled in the
basic course. This section includes, also, information about the
credit hours given for the course, and the percentage of total
departmental credit hours generated by the basic course. We
have included information about apparent trends in
enrollment and growth rate of the course relative to the
department and the institution.
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In our second category, which we term "Orientations,"
we have compared information from this study to previous
studies exploring the general orientation of the basic course.
We have included answers to such questions as "Is there any
trend toward the increased teaching of basic public speaking
skills in the basic course?" in the section.
In the third section, "Instructional Methods, • we have
included information basic course directors may find helpful.
Such matters as the number of sections oft"ered and questions
like "Do your students perform assignments which are
videotaped and played back to them?" are included.
"Administrative Concerns," our tinal category, includes
such matters as faculty morale, staffing patterns, other
departments or colleges that oft"er competing courses, class
size, and financial support of the basic course by upper level
administrators.

DEMOGBAPmC DATA
The demographic base for this investigation was similar
to earlier investigations, both in the size of schools responding
and the kinds of institutions returning questionnaires.

Schools
Distribution of the institutions responding to this investigation is slightly dift"erent from the distribution of schools
which participated in earlier studies. Sixty-five percent were
state supported, 20% were church affiliated, and 12% were
privately funded. There are approximately 8% more state
supported institutions in this study than in the last tow
investigations. Universities made up 41% of the respondi.ng
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL
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institutions, 26% were classified as colleges, and 30% of the
schools responding to the questionnaire were community
colleges.

SeetiOlUl
Of the schools responding to this survey, slightly over onethird (36%) offered fewer than five sections of the basic course
per term. Twenty-six percent of the schools offer 6-10 sections
per term, 20% have 11-19 sections each time the course is
offered, and slightly over 14% offer over 20 sections per term.
Nine percent of the schools enroll more than 30 students in
each section of the course, while only 5% have enrollments of
17 students or fewer each term.
Two findings are especially interesting. First, fewer
sections of the basic course are being offered in reporting
institutions than in earlier studies. This may or may not be a
function of the SCA group which received the mailing. But,
with the reduction in the number of sections offered per term
we have a clear indication of increased class size. This may
signal pressure to increase total enrollments, increase the
student load of teachers, and reduce the interactive nature of
the course. The "small class size" phenomenon of the basic
course appears to be on the wane as departments enroll more
students in each section of the course.
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Student Population
Primary enrollment in the course continues to be freshmen and sophomores. Freshmen comprise 49% of the total
students. This is a significant shift from earlier studies when
iteshman and sophomore enrollment made up approximately
57% of total enrollment; now that figure has increased to 83%
of the course enrollment. This rmding may reflect an
increased sensitivity to the value of public speaking training
earlier in a student's academic study. It may also suggest a
general tightening of standards, prerequisite expectations,
etc., in responding institutions. For example, there may be a
strong emphasis upon Freshman students completing firstyear sequence courses during the first year.

Aetulemic Calendar
The vast majority (81 %) of the schools offer the course for
three semester hours. Six percent have a two-credit course,
another 6% give four credit-hours, and 5% offer a five-hour
credit course.
Respondents indicated that the basic course has a significant role in the credit-hour generation of the responding
departments. The basic course accounting for some 45% of the
total credit hours taught by those departments.

Enrollment Trends
The overall department enrollment trend is either steady
or increasing in 92% of reporting schools. This finding is
identical to reports in the 1985 study. In 1985, we reported
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL
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that the basic course appeared to be more vulnerable to
negative enrollment trends.. During this reporting period,
basic course enrollment decreased in only 1% of the schools.
In the basic course we found that only half as many
departments reported a decrease in enrollment as their
institutions experienced. And 21 % of the basic courses
reported enrollment increases in excess of twenty percent
while only 7% of the institutions had enrollment increases of
that magnitude.
Thus it appears that basic course enrollment is more
resistant to downward enrollment pressures and is outstripping institutional increases. The course is in demand and is
growing at a more rapid rate than overall institutional
enrollment in this reporting period (1983-1988).

ORIENTATION TOWARD THE BASIC
COUBSE
One of the most important and interesting features of this
longitudinal study of the basic course has been the focus upon
the basic course orientations of responding institutions. The
basic course appears to mirror trends within the discipline
and reflects the considered thought of scholars and teachers
throughout the nation. Thus, to identify the major thrust of
the basic course is to highlight the development of our
discipline.
Table 1 shows the basic course orientation of schools
responding to this study since its inception twenty-one years
ago.
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Tablel
Percent of Schools Reporting Specific
Orientation to the Basic Course
Orientation
PublicSp
Fundamentals
Combination
Multiple
CommTheory
Interpers
Other

1968
54.5%
21.3%

1974
21.3%
12.8%

13.2%

39.4%

2.2%

1.3%

1980
51.3%

1984
54%

1988
56%

40.3%

34%

25%

2.5%
4.7%
.5%

4%
6%
2%

4%
4%
9%

In the years since the study was begun, the Public Speaking
orientation has maintained its position of dominance and, in
this study, it has become the orientation of choice of more
schools (56%) than in any previous investigation. The Blend
or "Hybrid" orientation is the choice of 25% of the responding
schools, a decrease of 9% in the five year period. This decrease
in the hybrid orientation accounts for the increased emphasis
upon "other" orientations and the public speaking emphasis.
In the years since we initiated this investigation, there
has been some change in the terminology used to describe
orientations to the basic course. The most significant change
occurred in 1980 when the terms "fundamentals" and
"multiple" were dropped and the term "Blend" was introduced
to describe course orientations.
There has been a fair consistency of response to the
"blend" approach since it was introduced, although this
orientation shows a 9% drop in popularity since the 1985
report. Public speaking continues to dominate all of the
orientations with the percentage of schools using this
approach increasing slightly in the latest period. The
percentages of schools with an interpersonal or communica-
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tion theory approach have decreased slightly in the last five
years at schools indicating that they have one basic course.

Instructional Methods
The ways the course is taught, the use of the
lecturellaboratory method, and the utilization of television in
the classroom were areas of interest. We also attempted to
discover the ratio of theory to performance in the basic course,
if departments offered students the opportunity to "test out"
of the basic course for credit, the number and kind· of
performances required of students, and how these activities
were evaluated.
Sixty-four percent of the schools said that they utilized
the lecture discussion method of instruction while 22%
reported that the mode of teaching varied with the instructor.
Although the number of students in each section of the basic
course has increased substantially during the pat five years,
76% of the schools report that they do not use television for
their lectures. However, video taped materials are used for
instruction by many schools, with 41% using video tape to
record classroom activities. Of those schools which use video
recording, 47% tape record three or four assigned performance
activities.
We asked how may performance activities are given
during the basic course. Seventy-four percent of the respondents reported assigning fro three to six performance
assignments, 13% assigned seven or eight performances, and
only 2% of those responding had one or two performance
activities. Performance assignments appear to be increasing
although class size is also on the rise. Table 2 displays the
balance of theory to performance revealed in the present
study.
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Table 2
Balance of Theory and Performance In the Basic
Course
Responses
Percent

20/80
40160
60/40
More than 60140
67
194
80
31
18
52.2
21.5
8.3%
First number represents theory, second
number represents performance.

In this study we defined theory as "lecture, discussion,
films, etc. and exams and their discussion," and we defined
performance as "students are overtly involved in giving
speeches, debating, conducting small group discussions, etc."
Slightly over half of the respondents indicated they spent
from 20-40% of their instructional time in activities we
defined as theory. The data suggest that in the majority of
classes the instructors spend approximately 40% of their time
in theory activity and 60% in performance activities. The
balance does vary but it is clear there is a strong emphasis on
performance which arises from a substantial exploration of
the theory concerned with public communication. Table 3
displays the relevant data.
TableS
Comparative Weights of Oral and Written
Activities in the Basic Course
Category
Responses
Percent

100/00
25

80120

7.0

40

60/40
141
38

148

40160

36

20180
18

10

5.0

First number represents oral activity, and the second number
represents written activity.
Mean Performance
Mean Written

=
=

61%
39%

BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL
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We are interested in how students in the basic course are
evaluated, by whom, and on what activities. Over 90% of the
students make all of their presentations before the same
audience. Interestingly, 58% of the reporting schools indicate
that evaluation is a combination of peer and teacher feedback
while 41 % rely upon the instructor for the evaluation. This is
a substantial change from the 1985 report, when 43% relied
upon a combination of teacher and peer evaluation, and 54%
of the respondents used the judgment of the instructor alone.
It appears that instructors have given the student evaluation
more weight in determining the effectiveness of class
performances.
It appears that students are participating in classes which
devote more time to performance than theory, they are
making their presentations before the same class each time,
and they are relying, to a large extent, upon a combination of
peer and teacher evaluation for assessment of their
performances. In grading student performances, 60% reported
that they used a competency-based system for evaluation,
25% said they did not, and 14% said this approach was not
applicable to their instructional situation.
We asked the question, "Are students given an oral
evaluation of their performance activity?" Fifty-four percent of
the respondents indicated they provide oral evaluation while
37% said the procedure varied with the instructor. When oral
evaluation is offered, there is no clear evidence concerning
how it is timed. Fewer than 1% of respondents said their
teachers offered oral criticism after each speech. Forty-six
percent gave evaluations after several speeches or at the close
of the class period, while the remaining 45% of the
respondents said the timing of the evaluations depended upon
the instructor.
Apparently more teachers prefer the written evaluation
method since 83% of the respondents said they offer evaluations of student performances in written form. Twenty-nine
percent more of instructors answering this survey relied upon
Published by eCommons, 1990
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written criticism than oral evaluation. Less than 1% of the
teachers do not offer written comments about performance.
Thus, although many teachers use both written and oral
criticism, there is an interesting and clear preference for
written versus oral evaluation. It is possible that the written
form has a more "final" appearance and does not provide the
opportunity for direct disputation by students. It is also possible that this finding reflects a logistical problem for teachers,
created by the increased number of students in each of their
sections, and an increased emphasis upon performance skills.
Those teachers may not want - or be able - to take the class
time necessary to provide oral evaluation and critique of
classroom performance.
Logic would suggest that student success in the basic oral
communication course would be judged, primarily, on an oral
performance dimension. That supposition is supported by the
results of the current study. Sixty-one percent of the course
evaluation is determined by performance activities (speeches,
etc.), while 39% of the course grade results from written
activities (exams, term papers, and journals).
This finding, combined with clear evidence of teacher
preference for written rather than oral evaluation, may seem
alarming to speech teachers and administrators who believe
in the benents of instant knowledge of results, and in the
value for all the students of positive and constructive speech
criticism following each performance or two.
A continuing matter of concern is the content or the units
contained in the basic course. In this survey, we asked
respondents to indicate the six most important topics in the
basic course. Their responses appear in Table 4. What is most
interesting may be the units or topics which are not receiving
emphasis by a large percentage of basic course respondents.
With a performance orientation being the approach followed
by over 81 % of the institutions, one wonders why reasoning,
audience analysis, outlining, supporting material, speech
anxiety, language, and ethics appear so far down in the
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL
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priority list. The reason may be tied to the logistics problem of
hearing an increasing number of speeches by an increasing
number students in courses that have not increased in contact
hours.
Table 5 displays a more thorough breakdown of the course
content, arranged by the course orientation. Key ranks are
presented in parentheses for each of the topics within each
emphasis area. Frequency appears in each column. The
number of rating institutions in each category appears at the
bottom of the column.

Table"
Topics Receiving the Greatest Amount
otTime in the Basic Course
Informative Speaking
Persuasive
Delivery
Communication Theory
Interpersonal
Group Discussion
Reasoning
Audience Analysis
Outlining
Supporting Material
Speech Anxiety
Language
Voice & Articulation
Ethics
Rbetorical Criticism
Entertaining Speaking
Manuscript Speaking
Oral Interpretation
Parliamentary Procedure

Published by eCommons, 1990

81%
78%
59%
44%
39%
37%
32%

30%
30%
26%
18%
15%
12%
11%
9%
5%
4%
4%
1%

(1)

(2)

(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)

(7)
(8.5)
(8.5)
(10)
(11)
(12)

(13)
(14)

(15)
(16)
(17.5)
(17.5)
(19)
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TableS
Topics Covered in the Basic Course,
Arranged by Course Orientation
Pub
Topic
Informative
Persuasive
Entertainment
Manuscript
G. Discussion
CommTheory
Oral Interp
Voice &. Artic
Listening
Interpersonal
Delivery
Reasoning
Rhet Criticism.
Ethics
Speech
Anxiety
Aud Analysis
Language
Outlining
Support
Material
Other

N=

EQ
EM
77(2)
74(3)
0
0
70(4)
53(6)
4
6
58(5)
78(1)
44(7)
13(9)
0
5

Theory
0
1
0
0
1
·7(1)
0
0
6(3)
6(2)
1
1
26
25

Other
20(1)
16(5)

3
0
7(5)

Writing
&.Spkg
9(1)
8(3)
1
2
6(6)
9(1)
0
0
6(5)
7(4)
6(6)
3
0
0

75(8)
17
87(5)

3
4(6)
9(4)
2

1
3
2
2

12(10)
18(8)
9
8

1
1
4(4)
0

3
9(9)
12(7)
10(8)

78(7)
8
211

1
2
15

2
1
11

9
5
91

0
1
7

6
4
33

Spkg
190(1)
187(2)
16
10
35
60

8
31
86(6)
20
150(3)
88(4)
27
25
46

Interps
0
1
0
0
6
12(2)
0
2
12(2)
14(1)

3

1
18(4)
19(3)
0
1
14(6)
20(1)
13(6)
8(10)
3
1

Key Ranks are in parentheses for each of the topics within the
particular emphasis area.
Frequency appears in each column. The number rating institutions
in each category is a bottom of the column.
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These data allow for a more refined analysis of what goes
on in the basic course. For example, although there are few
group discussion course, per se, group discussion is rated as
one of the six most important topics in 135 responding schools
- fully one third of our responding sample.
Listening was ranked in the top six most important
topics in all six of the orientation categories. Interpersonal
communication was listed most frequently as one of the six
most important topics in three different emphasis areas.
Finally, communication theory was listed among the most
important topics in every orientation category except public
speaking.
As mentioned above, 37 responding institutions reported
that they offer more than one basic course at their institutions. The data drawn from those questionnaires were tabulated separately. Table 6 displays the numbers of basic
courses offered and the number of schools offering them.
Table 7 shows the combinations of courses offered as the
basic course "package" in those institutions.

TableS
Number otBasic CoU1"8eS Offered

Number Offered
2
3
4
5

Number of Mentions

21
12
3
2

When these multiple course listings are counted, public
speaking is mentioned as part of the basic course package in
34 out or 37 cases. Interpersonal communication courses are
listed as part of the set in 23 out of 37 cases. Small group
communication courses are mentioned six out of 37 times, and
equal emphasis courses are listed eight times.
Published by eCommons, 1990
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Table 7
Combinations of Courses in BasIc Course Package

Public speaking and equal emphasis
Public speaking and interpersonal
Public speaking, interpersonal, and small group
Public speaking, interpersonal, and mass
Public speaking, interpersonal, equal emphasis
Public speaking, interpersonal, and other
Public speaking, small group, and other
Public speaking and other
Public speaking, equal emphasis, and other
Interpersonal, equal emphasis, and other
Indeterminate from information given

"
13
3
2
1
3
3
2
3
1
2
37

Ten respondents listed "other" courses, including a
number that were specifically identified as mass communication courses. Interestingly, communication theory courses
and joint speaking and writing courses were not listed as part
of the basic course package at any of the 37 responding
institutions in this sub-group.
This information shows that interpersonal communication
courses are considered by these 37 respondents to be "on a
par" with public speaking courses at many institutions, but
they are not considered more important or more basic than
public speaking courses. By implication, where a respondent
listed only one basic course (there were 386 such
respondents), the centrality of the course mentioned may be
more significant than the data seem to indicate. For example,
if a respondent willingly listed public speaking as the basic
course, yet his or her department also offered multiple
sections of a course called interpersonal communication,
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL
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listing may indicate that, in the respondent's mind at least,
public speaking is more basic than interpersonal communication.
Respondents were asked to rank their most frequently
encountered instructional problems. The results, which
appear in Table 8, have some similarities to problems
reported in two previous studies but several items are new.
Problems such as "finding and retaining quality part-time
instructors," and "over-demand for the course" reinforce the
finding that classes are larger and that instructors, in many
cases are nonregular faculty. The basic course is popular, too
popular, and the demand by students creates an entirely new
set of problems for teachers at this level.
Table 8
Major Problems Reported in the Basic Course

Class size
Maintaining quality and consistency of
instruction across sections
Finding and retaining quality part-time
instructors
Achieving reliable standards in grading
Inadequate support budget
Over-demand for course
Poor or inadequate student preparation
Lack of time to cover course material
Selecting appropriate text
Student apathy and attitudes
Administrative logistics
Student apprehension

Published by eCommons, 1990

Number of schools
reporting
74

66
43
38

32
29
25
23

14
12
11

10
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TableS
Textbooks Used in the Basic Course
Text
Stephen E. Lucas, The Art ofPublic Speoki.ng, 3rd
Ed., New York: Random House, 1989.
Douglas Ebninger, Bruce E. Gronbeck, Ray E.
McKerrow, and Alan H. Monroe, Principia tmd
Types of Speech. Commrmicotion, 10th Ed.,
Glenview, IL: Scott, Foresman and Co., 1986.
Michael Osbome and Suzanne Osbome, Public
Speq.king, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1988.

Number of
schools using
65
40

Judy Pearson and Paul Nelson, Urulerstlmtling ond
Sharing: An introduction to Speech
Commrmicotion, 4th Ed., Dubuque, IA: Wm. C.
Brown Publishers, 1988.
Rudolph Verderber, Communic:ote, 6th Ed.,
Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1987.

16

Rudolpb Verderber, The Ch.ollenge ofPublic
Speoking, 7th EeL, Belmont, CA: Wadsworth
Publishing Co., 1988

13

Ronald B. Adler and George Rodman,
Understoruling Humon Commwaieotion, Srd EeL,
New York: Holt, Rinehart and Wmston, 1988.

12

Saundra Hybels and Richard Weaver,
Communic:oting Effectively, 2nd Ed., New York:
Random. House, 1989.

11

Ronald B. Adler, and Nell Towne, Looking Out,
Looking In, 6th Ed., New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Wmston, 1987.

11

Hamilton Gregory, Public Speaking for College ond
Coreer

10
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Teacher, administrators, and, certainly, publishers have a
continuing interest in the selection of textbooks for the basic
course. In each of our investigations, we have asked
respondents to indicate which text is used in the basic course
at their institution. The listing of the most popular texts has
changed over time because of the issuance of new books or
new editions. The 10 most commonly used texts and the
number of schools using them appears in Table 9.

ADMINISTBATIVE CONCERNS
With large enrollment and a considerable impact on the
perception of departments, the basic course is important to
the welfare of the department. Historically, it has made a
substantial contribution to the credit-hour ration, and it
employs a significant number of people. The extent of
administrative support for instruction in the coW'Se, staffing
pattems, and the training provided for those who teach in the
course are matters of interest. The size of classes is important
to those who believe it has an effect upon the quality of
education and to the extent it affects instructor's morale. Our
other concern was whether the basic course must compete
with other academic units which also offer a course of
instruction in oral communication.

Financiol Support
Because the financial support of departments often is
related to enrollments in the basic course, we asked respondents, "To what degree does the financial base of your
department, and its offerings rest on the basic course?" Of the
schools reporting only one basic course, 21 % indicated that
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the basic course was essentially unrelated to the financial
base of the department, 22% indicated that the course was
related to departmental finances "to a small degree," 20%
responded "to a medium degree," and 22% reported that the
basic course was related to the financial base of the department "to a large degree." Five percent of respondents gave no
answer to this items.
In the 1985 report, 56% of the respondents said that the
basic course generated 26% of the department student credit
hours given. In the present study, reporting the 1983-1988
period, we asked the open-ended question, "What percentage
of total student credit hours taught by your department are
generated by your basic course. The figure is startling when
compared to the responses to this question in our 1985 survey.
Eighty-one percent of the respondents answered this question.
Their responses show that fully 44.7% of the student credit
hours taught as generated by the basic course. This finding
leaves no doubt about the economic significance of the basic

course.
When we discussed enrollment trends, we noted that only
one percent of the respondents said that their basic course
enrollment was decreasing; 76% of the schools said that
enrollment in their basic course was increasing while only
54% of the schools reported that overall department
enrollment was increasing. This confirms findings of earlier
studies which indicated that basic course enrollment was
increasing more rapidly than departmental enrollment. We
found also that basic course enrollment is expanding more
rapidly than institutional enrollment. Seventy-two percent of
the responding schools said their overall enrollment was
increasing while the earlier reported increase in basic course
enrollment was reported in 76% of the schools. The margin of
ilicrease for basic course enrollment has narrowed during the
. past five years. In our last report, 30% of the respondents said
the basic course was growing more rapidly than institutional
enrollment; this year the difference in only 4%. The global
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picture is that the basic course is outstripping the rest of the
department in enrollment increases but is roughly similar to
the increases in student population experienced by the school.
There may be considerable support for the course at the
institutional level, but some institutions may view the basic
course as a ·service" component and provide it with less
administrative support than appropriate.

Stalling Pattems
We wanted to determine who provides the instruction for
the basic course so we asked this question: "Who does the bulk
of teaching in your basic course?" The answers were graduate
assistants (8%); instructors (36%); assistant professors (25%);
associate professors (17%); and professors (13%).
Just as was the case in the 1985 report, instructors and
assistant professors carry the bulk of the teaching load. Over
69% of the instruction in the basic course is provided by junior
faculty or graduate students, an increase over the percentage
of instruction delivered by non-senior faculty reported in
1984.
We wanted to know whether departments which used
graduate assistants for teaching in the basic course (8% of the
total respondents) teach them how to do that by providing a
course of instruction to those graduate students. Of those
schools, 74% provided some form of training while 26% offered
no preparation for their assistants. Of those schools which use
teaching assistants for their basic course, only 48% give some
course credit for the training they provide in preparation for
teaching.
Another factor which is a major administrative concem is
the attitude that faculty teaching the course hold toward the
course itself. This may be a major indication of the morale of
the faculty and their perception of classroom autonomy. Less
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than 1% of the respondents were generally satisfied with their
basic course, a striking contrast with the 75% who reported
general satisfaction with the course five years ago.
Sixty-one percent want minor revision while 14% are
interested in major revisions. It is difficult to ditl'erentiate
between no change in. the course and minor changes. Few
teachers in any course are totally satisfied with their
instruction, so the diff'erences between the results of this
investigation in the area ofinstructGr satisfaction may be only
a matter of very slight differences rather than an abrupt shift;
in the way teachers perceive the thrust and content of the
course.
We inquired about the extent of teacher autonomy in the
classroom. Fifty-one percent said teachers had great teaching
autonomy and 34% said their teachers had moderate
autonomy in the classroom. Only 19% reported their teachers
had little autonomy in determining the content and thrust of
the course.
In answering the question, "It there a trend to give the
individual instructor increased teaching autonomy?", 21 %
indicated they were giving the teacher more autonomy, 17%
responded they were not providing more autonomy, and 62%
reported no discemible trend.
In previous studies we have examined which other
departments or divisions offer a basic course in speech. The
results in this study are a marked departure from our findings in previous investigations. We found that in only 5% of
the responding schools other divisions .offered a basic
course, and that when the course was offered it was taught in
the College of Education. We did not explore the reasons why
other divisions did not offer competing courses, but it is clear
that the basic course in oral communication is considered to
: be in the province of the communication or speech depart• mente
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SUMMARy
---

The basic course continues to grow nationally at a rate
that still is greater than the growth rate of either the parent
institution or of the speech/communication department. The
percentage of departments experiencing decreases in size of
the basic course is miniscule, but the enrollment-per-section
of the basic course has increased substantially while the
number of sections offered per term has decreased.
This changing pattem results in increasing pressure upon
teachers, who must work with larger numbers of students.
The logistical problem of handling the increased load in a
basically performance-oriented course may explain why such
fundamental, but primarily cognitive concems as reasoning,
audience analysis, outlining, supporting material, speech
anxiety and language, are so low on the list of topics receiving
the greatest amount of time in the basic course. The basic
course is under pressure to produce more with an increase in
students and a decrease in the number of sections oirered.
The course continues to be taught, primarily, by junior
faculty and graduate teaching assistants - a continuation of a
pattern reported in 1985. Most of the instructors believe the
course needs some modification, and some of their major
concems are maintaining consistency across sections of the
course, the size of the classes, the amount of time available for
assignments, and support budget for the course.
The performance orientation, reported in all the previous
studies, still tends to predominate. In the majority of cases,
students make three to six presentations per term and these
presentations are usually made before the same instructor
evaluating the performance. But there is a tendency to use
peer evaluation as a component in determining the
eirectiveness of the presentations.
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